Perspectives from Select Cities
Case studies for three Ready for 100 cities were developed to serve as examples of paths from which other cities could
learn. Case study locations were determined using specific selection criteria involving the population size of the city,
geography, diversity, and ownership of utilities. Traverse City, MI, Portland, OR, and Columbia, SC were identified as
cities within their transitions from which useful and wide-ranging recommendations could be compiled.
In each city, interviews were conducted with local government officials and community organizers that were involved
with the commitment and transition. Analysis and synthesis of the information collected used inductive coding to
understand the general themes that propagated from the data. Trends that existed between the three cities included
motivation, investment, timelines, methods, and barriers. This information was used to develop recommendations for
current and future pledged cities to use and build upon. Synthesis of the case study data is presented in the sections
that follow. Figure 10 demonstrates the locations of our case studies.

Figure 10. Locations of In-depth Case Studies
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Case Study: Leveraging Public Utility Ownership
ENERGY TRANSITION IN TRAVERSE CITY, MI
•
•
•
•

Population: 15,651
Racial Demographics: 92.7% White, 1.9% Black, 1.9% Native American,
1.5% Hispanic/Latino, 0.5% Asian, 2.5% Two or More Races
Utility Type: Municipal utility: Traverse City Light & Power
Renewable Energy Commitment: 100% renewable electricity community-wide by 2040

Traverse City is a small city in the northern part of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula in an area colonized from the Ojibwe and
Ottawa indigenous peoples. It has a municipal electric utility called Traverse City Light & Power (TCLP), which has existed
for over 100 years. TCLP is a department of the city with its own governing board, the members of which are appointed
by the mayor.
In 2016, a group of community members who had long entertained the idea of a 100% renewable energy commitment
decided to get serious and finally make it happen. To build community support and buy-in, they put in significant
organizing work, met with elected officials, got petition signatures, wrote letters to the editor in the local paper, and held
public informational events. They found that highlighting examples of other cities that had made a 100% renewable
energy commitment were helpful in persuading people, particularly Grand Rapids, MI and Burlington, VT, which is a
similar city and has not only made the commitment but has actually reached their 100% renewable goal. During this time,
the city also hired a new city manager who was supportive of this goal and organized to fill a vacant seat on the TCLP
board, which shifted the balance of power in their favor.
As an interim step, these community organizers wrote a resolution for 100% renewable energy for city operations
and got it passed in December 2016. The city reached this goal at the end of 2019 via opting in to the TCLP “green
rate,” which is a voluntary small premium that goes into energy efficiency projects on behalf of the city. After the city
operations commitment was passed, the push for a community-wide commitment continued, with organizers continuing
to advocate for it, including speaking in favor at TCLP meetings. Finally in August of 2018, TCLP made the commitment
to community-wide 100% renewable energy by 2040, with an interim goal of 40% renewable energy by 2025. As part of
this commitment, they have a goal of reducing energy demand by 10% via energy efficiency measures.

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS
One barrier Traverse City is facing in making progress toward their commitment is siting for wind and solar. Traverse City
is small in area and there are not many places to build within city limits. For one solar array project, they had to get zoning
laws changed. Additionally, TCLP is trying to partner with other utilities on large-scale projects in other areas of the state
and sometimes running into community resistance fueled in part by misinformation campaigns from outside parties.
Another barrier they are facing is that they have significant existing
power purchase agreements in fossil fuels. TCLP has found that people
who work for power purchase suppliers like Midcontinent Independent
System Operator (MISO) often still operate under an “old school”
mindset about how power is produced, centering around fossil fuels like
natural gas.
While having a municipal utility has been helpful for energy democracy,
TCLP could still do more when it comes to democratic participation and
outreach. Adding staff and/or board members who are dedicated to and
interested in that work could help. The city tried to build a biomass plant
several years ago without soliciting much public input or participation
beforehand and was met with significant backlash. This resulted in the
plant being canceled which was a learning experience for them on the
importance of building public support and good communication.
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POINTS OF SUCCESS
Having a municipal utility has been helpful for Traverse City in making a 100% renewable energy commitment and also
allows for more democratic energy control and public participation. TCLP is a city department governed by an eight
person board that is appointed by the mayor, including the city manager in an ex-officio (non-voting) capacity. TCLP
is generally very open and accessible to the public because it is a municipal utility. They have public commentary at
meetings (which are deliberately held in the evenings), all of their information is publicly available, and they put an
informational newsletter in with customers’ utility bills. Public participation builds confidence from the public in what they
do, and the TCLP board actively engages with the community.

“We are so fortunate, I feel, to have our own little utility that answers to our
ratepayers and is part of the city.”
-Tim Werner, City Commissioner and TCLP board member

The public in Traverse City generally cares about environmental issues and has been overwhelmingly supportive of the
commitment. This may be in part due to the extensive, years-long community organizing efforts that have gone into it.
The business community and the local Chamber of Commerce have generally been supportive or neutral, which helps
them avoid a common area of opposition for renewable energy. City officials emphasized the increasingly favorable
economic conditions of renewables being a significant factor in selling the commitment to people. TCLP has not had to
raise rates, which undoubtedly helps maintain support.
The 100% renewable energy commitment has been helpful in making progress on renewable energy. According to city
officials, TCLP has gone forward with several solar projects because of it. Also, people came “out of the woodwork” with
opportunities once they set the commitment, and they have partnered in several upcoming wind and solar projects.22

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•
•
•

Having a municipal utility provides significant avenues for energy democracy and making a 100% renewable
energy commitment, but the composition of the board and staff is important
Building grassroots community support can create more favorable conditions for a city to make and sustain a
100% renewable energy commitment
Being bold and making a 100% renewable energy commitment even without a dedicated plan or funding can
play a significant role in making progress on renewable energy, and an interim goal with it can help make the
goal feel more tangible

“Having a municipal utility is about as democratic as it gets when it comes to
owning your own power. There’s this tiny board and you can influence who gets appointed and elected.
They listen to the community. There are opportunities every month to show up in person and make public
comment, and you can email them directly. I know every municipal utility isn’t as responsive as ours is
right now, but we’ve come so far from where we were five or 10 years ago because
we’ve worked to change the makeup of the board.”
-Kate Madigan, Michigan Climate Action Network
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Case Study: The Power of Local Activism
ENERGY TRANSITION IN PORTLAND, OR
•
•
•
•

Population: 653,115
Racial Demographics: 77.1% White, 5.8% Black, 8.1% Asian, 9.7% Hispanic/Latino
Utility Type: Investor-owned utilities: Portland General Electric, Pacific Power, Northwest Natural
Renewable Energy Commitment: 100% renewable electricity community-wide by 2035, 100% renewable
energy (all sectors, including transportation, heating, and industry) by 2050

This commitment was announced on June 1, 2017, the same day that Donald Trump withdrew the United States from
the Paris climate agreement. Portland is the first city in the Northwest to establish this renewable energy goal.23 City hall
pushed for this commitment, particularly the policy staff in the mayor’s office, as well as young local activists. Portland is
also home to 45,000 Native Americans, so the city promises to work in partnership with the tribal communities that live
there.24

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS
Though Portland is generally thought of as “green” and progressive, the city is facing
some challenges in reaching their renewable commitment. Rapid development and
increasing population makes addressing the transportation sector of the commitment
increasingly difficult, with the largest issue being the reduction of automobile emissions
from an increasing number of vehicles on the road. The structure of the City Commission in
Portland leads to equity issues and slow-moving decision-making since each commissioner
is charged with oversight of different aspects of the city, making the conversation about
the commitment inefficient. Also, decentralized city management leads to little consensus
among segments of the city government. Generally, policy change has had little effect on
decreasing emissions.
There is a disconnect between politicians and grassroots organizing; many bureaucrats just
react to pressure rather than understanding the movement behind the pressure. The city’s
relationships with Pacific Power and Northwest Natural are not very engaged because they are rarely on the same page
regarding energy decisions. Attempting to work with these IOUs creates bottlenecks due to miscommunication and lack of
participation. There is uncertainty about how things will end up towards the end of the transition. Overall, the commitment
has not been taken as seriously as it could, and the city has been slow in making progress.

POINTS OF SUCCESS
Historically, Portland has had a lot of environmental advocacy and prides itself on this facet of their energy transition. The
city has seen a lot of public involvement with considerable amounts of grassroots organizing. The community generally
cares about environmental issues and is motivated to act, encompassing a lot of movement energy. As a state, Oregon
has many small to medium nonprofits that add a lot of expertise in the environment, energy, and environmental justice
space that can be brought to the local level. People tend to turn to Portland for advice or inspiration in this realm, and
they are always connected to the national conversation. There is a wealth of youth climate activists that mobilize in
Portland and an immense amount of retired experts with a large depth of knowledge.

“There’s an appetite for big things right now, and this is a city that historically has had
a lot of environmental activism here.”
-Nick Caleb, Center for Sustainable Economy
The Portland Clean Energy Fund (PCEF) was a ballot measure that came about by a large grassroots effort and passed
overwhelmingly with 65% of the vote. PCEF represents Oregon’s first-ever environmental initiative created and led by
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communities of color. It is estimated to raise $54-71 million in revenues each year to fund a variety of environmental
programs including renewable projects, energy efficiency efforts, workforce development, and green infrastructure. The
program is funded via a tax on large businesses25, which largely opposed the measure. PCEF will also assist residents with
energy efficiency upgrades, home weatherization, rooftop solar, and local food production. The massive public support
behind PCEF set the stage for public support of the incorporation of energy democracy into Portland’s commitment.

“A partnership with the community I think is probably one of the
most crucial parts of this [process].”
-John Wasiutynski, Multnomah County Office of Sustainability
Although relationships with Pacific Power and Northwest Natural have been strained, the city has a fairly solid and
engaging relationship with Portland General Electric (PGE) and has been working with them on how to help the city
reach its goals. The utility understands that it will be easier to work together to reach this goal than to fight it. Passing
the commitment actually influenced PGE to make a change on their own and cease adding any new gas capacity. They
have been very brand focused and want to be seen as a “green utility.” PGE has proposed a voluntary green tariff that
would be available to large business and municipal customers, allowing them to purchase renewable power directly
from new solar, wind, or other renewable energy facilities. Originally in 2016, PGE said they would not allow this, but are
now listening to customers who seek options to support new, local renewable energy. Also, the costs will not be shifted
to non-participating customers.26
Communication with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) on how to address low and moderate income
communities is in progress, such as building out community solar and billing programs. The city also has relationships
with several community and nonprofit partners that have various programs established to help reduce energy burden
on communities and barriers to clean energy infrastructure. Many of these nonprofits and community organizations are
supported by public purpose charges on energy bills and big business surcharges. The city has been looking beyond
federal help to assist with energy efficiency upgrades for low-income communities.

PURSUING ENERGY DEMOCRACY
The city of Portland is trying to broaden participation around energy issues,
but progress has been slow. According to them, this is because they are
making extensive efforts to get public input and participation, even putting
the community in a leadership role, particularly on developing the policies
for the Zero Cities Project, which is supposed to be a roadmap of building
policies to get to net zero by 2050. The city’s IOUs have not taken much
public input, which causes issues in terms of public participation. However,
the 100% renewable energy commitment includes a stipulation that
by 2035, community-based organizations will own 2% of the renewable
energy, and by 2050, they’ll own 10%. The city is working on community
solar to meet those minimums. PCEF is intended to be very democratic,
shifting from city council to community control after initial appointments.
Overall, energy democracy is important to the city, which is made clear by
the overwhelming support of PCEF.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•
•
•
•

Having a significant progressive presence that uses grassroots movements to achieve energy goals is helpful
Energy democracy is important, but there is a long way to go
Engaging in a solid relationship with your IOU is key to achieving the commitment
Better address GHG emissions within the transportation sector
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Case Study: Public Engagement for Progress
ENERGY TRANSITION IN COLUMBIA, SC
•
•
•
•

Population: 133,114
Racial Demographics: 51% White, 42% Black, 4.3% Hispanic/Latino, 2.2% Asian, 0.25% Native American,
0.30% Pacific Islander
Utility Type: Investor-owned utility: Dominion Energy; State-owned utility supplying cooperatives: Santee
Cooper
Renewable Energy Commitment: 100% renewable electricity community-wide by 2036

In 2017, Mayor Benjamin of Columbia, South Carolina, made a mayoral proclamation to encourage the City Council to
pass a resolution that would commit Columbia to operate with 100% renewable energy. Shortly after demonstrating his
support, the City Council unanimously approved of a community-wide goal of transition to 100% clean and renewable
energy by 2036.
One month after making this commitment, the energy sector was shaken
to its core when unexpectedly, after around ten years of planning
and construction, a nuclear plant construction project, known as V.C.
Summer, was abandoned by the two major energy utility companies
of South Carolina—Santee Cooper and what was, at the time, South
Carolina Electric and Gas (SCE&G)—after sinking $9 billion and steadily
raising the electricity rates of South Carolina residents.27 After halting
construction, a year-long fight to determine who would be paying the
billions of dollars for the failed plant began, and ultimately SCE&G was
bought by neighboring Dominion Energy. With the cases being brought
to courts, the state House and Senate, and the public service commission
as the continued context within which Columbia began their planning
process for their renewable transition, residents and experts were
actively engaged in the energy sector despite a blossoming mistrust of
the local utilities.

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS
During their transition process, Columbia has run into a number of barriers that have slowed their progress to reaching
100%. Having a commitment that originated from the Mayor and City Council, Columbia lacks the major public support
and coalitions that could ultimately bring in local and external resources and expertise that would greatly assist the city
in overcoming challenges, like limited funding and city staffing/expertise in energy and the environment. The city staff
assigned to manage the project lack the power to make big decisions, the assistance from fellow city officials, as well
as the needed expertise to create and implement a plan for reaching their goal, leaving them feeling overwhelmed
and unsure of where to even start. Without the proper foundation of an empowered city staff, communication across
all stakeholder groups—city officials, residents, environmental experts, justice experts, state officials, and utilities—is near
non-existent, preventing the sharing of knowledge and ideas to develop a path forward.

“It’s difficult to envision what you have never heard of.”
-Penny Cothran, Sierra Club
Being a city in the south, Columbia has also needed to tread carefully when addressing environmental issues and using
specific terminology, like “climate change”, which have been so politicized, making the motivation of resources and the
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public more difficult in support of the transition. In addition, as a state capital and home to a number of universities
and places of worship, Columbia lacks tax revenue from 70% of the organizations within its boundaries; therefore, little
funding from taxes is available to help assist with the transition.

POINTS OF SUCCESS
While it may seem unfortunate to have little tax revenue coming in for
the transition, there are some advantages to being the state capital.
Columbia has available to them quick access to state resources,
considering the offices of most of South Carolina’s departments are
housed within the city. A prime example of this being the Energy
Office, which has a plethora of different funding opportunities and
expertise regarding efficiency, renewable energy, and the complex
local energy sector that Columbia can take advantage of in making
this transition more manageable.
Resulting from the recent nuclear project abandonment, the public
has been more aware about the energy sector and the problems
of the current system. Columbia has the opportunity to leverage
this awareness to advocate for the renewable transition, garnering
public support and increase the city’s ability to renegotiate with the
utilities as a path forward for Columbia partnering with their utility on
renewable energy projects.

Columbia Metropolitan Airport’s 1.38 MW solar array,
installed in 2017, can be seen from your airplane window

“We speak to building a community that everyone
wants to live in and we’ve been able to find some
unanimity of purpose as a result of it.”
-Mayor Stephen Benjamin of Columbia, SC28

Having a local chapter of the Sierra Club within the city is a huge asset
considering the organization has assisted many cities throughout
their transition process. Local organizers are willing and able to aid
the city staff in the planning process. With these organizations willing
to help and public support within reach, Columbia has the potential
capacity to keep pushing forward until they reach their goal.

PURSUING ENERGY DEMOCRACY
Columbia’s energy sector, made more complex in the aftermath of the failed nuclear power plant project, is a mixture
of co-ops that receive most of their energy from Santee Cooper, and Dominion Energy, an investor-owned utility. While
co-ops offer their users a more democratic decision-making process, most of the city is still powered through Dominion,
making the pursuit toward energy democracy more challenging.
Residents have very little capacity for interacting with Dominion, unless they are experts in the energy sector or are active
within local chapters of environmental organizations and signing petitions for the Public Service Commission (PSC). Even
further, confusing policies and laws surrounding distributed energy sources, particularly solar, create a series of hurdles
for residents considering solar installation on their homes and ensuring quality and longevity of those panels. However,
despite these limitations, the South Carolina Energy Office and local Sierra Club chapter are aware of these difficulties
and are attempting to assist the city’s residents in this process.
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“It’s a tough thing to be resilient, but it’s a necessary thing to be resilient. We have to
bounce back because what choice do we have? And we know there are communities
that are being prioritized in the resiliency and certain communities that are not.”
-Penny Cothran, Sierra Club

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•
•
•
•

Having public support for the transition can bring about necessary resources for a just and fruitful process
Communication across various stakeholders and interest groups should be prioritized for fostering innovative
and inclusive paths forward
As a capital city, or for larger cities, leverage your state lawmakers to push for helpful policy mechanisms like a
statewide renewable portfolio standard
Empower the implementers, like city staff, to make decisions and broach stakeholders
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